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Our Native Woods in Art 



By ANNE LISLE BOOTH 



THE landscapes of Alfred Jansson on ex- 
hibition at the Thurber Art Studios, 
Inc., in the Michigan Boulevard build- 
ing, remind us again of the many varying 
themes and sentiments which art has found in 
nature. Either in his choice as to type of 
landscape, atmospheric conditions, season of 
the year or time of day, or in his method of 
handling his themes, the artist is bound to 
reveal himself, so that painting is, after all, 
only a language for the expression of person- 
ality. 

In some natures the attributes are so at- 
tuned and balanced that harmony must mark 



whatever be the product of hand and brain. 
Men paint as they see, and see according to 
their moods and therefore the man who is 
wholesome, vigorous and sunshiny, with the 
physique and disposition that make life worth 
living, is often best equipped for reflecting 
upon canvas the life of nature. In some men's 
work we feel aware of a certain humanity per- 
vading the landscape, as though the artist had 
thrown his own shadow over a universe that 
responded to his own pleasure or pain. In 
others we are alone with nature herself, nature 
whose sublime indifference to all human af- 
fairs is tranquilizing, because it makes them 
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TEE COUNTRY HOME 
By Alfred Jansson 
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OVERHANGING BOUGHS 
By Alfred Jansson 



-Courtesy Thurber Art Studios, Inc. 




seem either of small concern or a necessary 
part of her inevitable processes. 

Of this kind are the landscapes of Alfred 
Jansson with their riches of forest trees, now 
robed in the gold and green and scarlet of 
autumn, now in the soft powdery white of 
winter snows. Indeed so lovely and fluffy are 
the snow falls in many of his most successful 
pictures that we have almost come to consider 
him as a snow painter exclusively. Like so 
many men of northern blood, he paints this 
element with a sympathy, delight and under- 
standing that seem almost to constitute a 
Scandinavian gift. 

There is, however, much more even in his 
snow pictures than just snow, for there are 
always the trees, the good, brave, patient, 
peaceful trees that meet nature's changing 
moods so vigorously, and, adapting them- 
selves gracefully to rude conditions, still grow 
and thrive and flourish. The inarticulate lan- 
guage of the forest is like music, difficult to 



interpret, in exact phrases, but universally un- 
derstood. In his landscapes Alfred Jansson 
speaks to the spirit in this language and it 
responds with a feeling of calm delight. 

There is something most sincere and con- 
vincing about his tree forms, something that 
only close and careful observation can give to 
any art. Having no favorite or fanciful tree 
conventions, he paints such varied and uncon- 
ventional outlines as nature offers and in this 
achieves a spontaneity and freshness which 
gives charm and individuality to each and 
every one of his pictures. A group of his 
studies of snowy woods is, for this reason, 
never monotonous nor lacking in variety of 
interest. 

It is hard to get away from Janssoirs snow 
pictures, under sun and blue sky or under the 
soft grey wings of brooding snow clouds. Yet 
he renders other aspects of nature most agree- 
ably as the illustrations herewith attest. One 
may, however, observe in them all the calm 
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WANING WINTER 
By Alfred Jansson 



— Courtesy Thurber Art 
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beauty of living, growing things in landscapes 
that are neither flat nor rugged, fertile peace- 
ful places, removed from the hurry and worry 
of life and yet suggestive of comfort and 
plenty for man. Neither does the artist 
choose the more terrifying or dramatic moods 
of nature for representation upon his canvas. 
Calm skies, clear sunsets, or soft grey ex- 
panses of heaven characterize most of his 
landscapes and the thunder-filled nimbus or 
tempest-driven storm cloud, the lashing of 
winds or the whirling of blizzards evidently 
do not appeal to him with their obvious 



dramatic possibilities. His forest trees stand 
calm, or only mildly stirred by the passing 
breeze, in the soft air of summer or under the 
frosty breath of winter. 

"Overhanging Bough s," herewith illus- 
trated, is typical of his late summer studies. 
Here we immediately appreciate the grace and 
beauty of his tree forms as we note the dan- 
gling branches reaching waterward, or gaze be- 
yond them to the sturdy upstanding woods of 
the opposite banks. There is a rich, embroid- 
ered feeling about the foliage and a decora- 
tive quality in its graceful arrangement. "Aut- 
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MICHIGAN ROCKS 
By Alfred Jansson 
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umn Woods" is an artist's picture, one which 
the technician recognizes as well-painted al- 
though in a simple manner with heavy brush 
strokes. The spotty dancing effect of foliage 
is intricate but interesting and the variety of 
tone gives rise to contrasts which are unfor- 
tunately sacrificed in black and white. 

"Willow Springs" is a type of picture dif- 
ficult to paint in such a manner as to preserve 
the sense of distance over intervening stretches 
of scrubby brush devoid of any rugged detail. 
The temptation to indulge in trivial detail, and 
thus lose the broader effects of mass, which, 
though subtle, are nevertheless essential, is an 
ever-present danger to the artist. The fore- 
ground is interesting with its gentle rise of 
hills and glowing frost-touched trees, but the 
great charm of the picture lies in looking away 
to the distance, the patches of mingled gold 



and green meadow under a calm grey sky and 
a little white church gleaming out like the 
promise of heaven. 

The peace and prosperity of suburban 
neighborhoods is reflected in "The Country 
Home'' which was one of the most admired 
pictures of the Jansson group at the recent 
exhibition of Chicago Art. The foliage sug- 
gests tapestry in its opulence, graceful ar- 
rangement and textural quality, and the colors, 
rich as those of a silken rug, carry out this 
effect. The comfortable white house, shining 
through the trees, reminds us that an artist 
need not be afraid to paint an attractive dwell- 
ing if only his motif be well-handled and kept 
in its proper place in relation to the rest of 
the landscape. 

"The Norwegian Pine," now the property of 
Carter Harrison, is a most happy example of 
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Jansson facility with tree and snow. On the 
banks of an inlet of Lake Superior stands this 
giant pine solitary and majestic, the little fir 
tree, neat and naive, as its only near neighbor 
or companion, seeming like some satellite or 
little brother of the powerful. With only the 
trunk and lower branches of the giant in the 
picture, we yet feel its height and lone mag- 
nificence. Beneath it lies the feathery snow, 
carpeting hill and icebound inlet so softly that 
we scarcely note the line of demarcation be- 
tween them. 

A typical Jansson snow, its purity unsullied 
by earthly contact, is to be seen in "The For- 
est." This is a picture that all may under- 
stand and enjoy. It is of the graceful pleasing 
type that are ever and justly popular. The 
solidity of the forest and the fluffy, fleecy qual- 
ity of the snow offer fascinating contrasts and 
in the background the sky with its pure, clear, 



brilliant gold against which the tones of grey 
and pearl are so effective, gives to the entire 
canvas the decorative quality of a piece of 
brocade. 

Quite a different theme is "Waning Winter," 
sounding an unusual note with this artist, for 
it is more in a minor key than most of his 
compositions. The little patches of snow amid 
last year's grasses in sere yellows, reds and 
browns, suggest alternate thawing and freez- 
ing and the raw feeling of weather that is 
steamy but cold. This is a thoughtful picture 
but not so broad in its appeal as are his 
studies of feathery new-fallen snows. Of the 
latter type is "Michigan Rocks," which seems, 
at a glance, to be the work of one who loved it. 
The composition is peculiar and the theme of 
glacial boulders a bit dramatic. The color is 
almost a monotone of grey, broken by the 
warmer brown of the rocks. The snow is as 
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lovely and soft as could be imagined and all 
the air and sky seem full of portent and prom- 
ise of more. Snow, free from foot prints or 
wagon tracks, snow that is clean and almost 
dazzling white, such is the glory of the typical 
Jansson. 

"Across the River" has all the charm of this 
artist's other winter studies with an added 
variation of cold blue stream and nice notes 
of color in the little clumps of dry leaves that 
still cling to the bare grey branches. The more 
one studies these pictures, the more is one im- 
pressed with the close and accurate observa- 



tion of this man as revealed in little unusual 
touches such as convince us that only in nature 
could these effects have been discovered. 

As in literature, so in art, there is room not 
only for pure fancy and accurate observation 
but for all the degrees of blending or co- 
mingling of the two in varying proportions. 
In Alfred Jansson's work we have both minute 
observation and an appreciation of the gentle 
beauty of nature, accomplished through a 
technique adequate and appropriate to what it 
attempts. His pictures reflect the satisfaction 
with life of one who understands and loves 
both nature and his art. 
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